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Introduction
The county librarians of Michigan felt themselves to be pioneering in
bringing books to people in areas of the state which had not had easy access to
them before. They felt that they needed more information about the basic values
of their patrons -- the rural people. They sought to open new channels of com-
munication with them which would help determine what library materials would be
the most valuable.
With the help of and in cooperation with the county librarians in 23 of
the 24 county libraries in the state and guided by the Social Research Service
of Michigan State College, this study was undertaken to find answers to the
above stated problem. The immediate objectives were (a) to gather information
about the persons who used branches of the 23 county libraries in Michigan,
(b) to develop a method of community delineation which would be of assistance
in locating library branches and bookmobile stops; and (c) to study patterns of
leadership in the areas of the county library branches. The ultimate objectives
of the study were (a) to develop a set of schedules, questionnaires, and direc-
tions for their use which librarians could utilize in studying the library
branches and the library patrons, and (b) to assist the county librarians in
developing an objective method of thinking about library problems which would
enable them to analyze their own library situations in a continuing process of
evaluation.
Other persons interested in furthering reading facilities for the American
people have felt the need for information on these and similar problems. Illus-
trative of this is the paper by Dr. James Goodwin Hodgson(u) 6 He concludes his
analysis of present conditions of reading in rural areas with a very detailed
and carefully prepared outline of further studies which should be made before
the ramifications of the problem will be clearly understood. One of these
problems is "a study of the persons served by rural public libraries, with
particular reference to their age, economic status, educational status, distance
from library, and other factors which influence their use of books and libraries.
This paper is concerned with the results of the first immediate objective -
information about the library users. Little attention is here given to the
methodology of community delineation or the description of the materials which
were used and organized for future use by other librarians. These may be found
in the thesis from which this is an abstract(2).
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The data for the study were gatharea thrpugh interviews with 800 branch
library patrons. The county librarians thibsWlves did most of the interviewing
and gathered information for community delineation. They also attended work-
shops and institutes at which the battery of materials was evaluated and improved
and where they learned how to administer the forms and interpret the data thereby
obtained. With their help the scope and limits of the present study were deter-
mined. The branch studies of each library system was selected to conform as
closely as possible to the branches in the other counties. Each was to be open
as close to 12 hours a week as possible and to have as close to 1200 volumes as
possible. All persons who came into the library during 12 consecutive library
hours during the first two weeks in December 1946 were to be interviewed by the
county librarian. At least 30 people were to be interviewed. This yielded 800
interviews for the 23 counties where the service area of the branches selected
had a population of approximately 355,000. From a sample such as this one it
cannot be stated conclusively that the people who use Michigan county libraries
do this or that but certain important relationships are clearly indicated.
In these libraries, comparatively small in size of book collection and some-
times in population to be served but spread geographically over an area of five
to eight hundred square miles, are to be found many new problems. One question
which recurred again and again during county library meetings was: What effect
does the unusual administrative system and distribution method of a county
library have on the reading tastes and habits of the population served?
Through census statistics it could rather quickly be determined what the
characteristics of the population were, the density of population, age groupings,
occupations, and nationality groups present in each county. In order to use this
information in the most efficient manner, it was necessary to know in what ways,
if any, the people who used the library differed from the whole county population.
The librarians felt that the work accomplished at present was reaching but a
small percent of the people and they wanted to know why.
The sample for the state-wide study of Michigan county library users was
drawn from among the patrons of 25 county libraries in the state. These
counties may be classified as follows: rural-urban -- Genesee, Ingham, Jackson,
Kent, Monroe, and Muskegon; rural-farm -- Branch, Cass, Lapeer, Lenawee, St.
Clair, and Van Buren; rural, with large share of submarginal farm land -- Alcona,
Cass, Crawford, Gladwin, losco, Kalkaska, Manistee, Mason, Menominee, Missaukee,
Presque Isle, and Wexford.
The Tables were compiled to compare selected characteristics of the library
users studies with the characteristics of the population of Michigan. They were
based on the census data for the total state population. This was done because,
first, the area of service for a library branch was a natural community area and
there are no census data provided for such natural areas. Secondly, the com-
munity areas of the library branches often covered portions of more than one
county; therefore, county census data were not appropriate. Third, certain
tabulations of the census data were available for the total population but were
not readily available for the rural farm and non-farm segments of the popula-
tlon(3).
Where comparable census data for the rural areas were available ttey have
been included. This was done in order to clarify the comparisons with tte library
users' sample where it was thought the characteristics of the total state popula-
tion might tend to over - or under - emphasize the deviations of the library
sample(4).
5An effort was made to gather information which would show the type of
library service given by the branches during the time of the survey. Approxi-
mately one-half of the libraries were housed in separate buildings and were
open from 10 to 12 hours per week. The circulation per branch during the period
of the interviewing was from 26 to 50 juvenile books and 51 to 75 adult books.
Seven branches answered no reference questions but the average was four to six
questions answered during the time patrons were being interviewed.
The age of sixteen was assumed, for the purposes of this study, to be the
dividing line between juvenile and adult readers. This was approximately the
year, it was thought, during which most readers made a definite final shift to
the use of adult books. Also, at this time, many took their place in adult
occupations and recreation. With the exception of Table 2, this basis was main-
tained even where so doing meant that the state fi;lres used for comparisons
varied by a year or two.
Characterlstice of the Library Users
The age distribution of the library users, of the total state population,
and of the rural segment are presented for comparison in Table 1. Of the library
users 49% were between the ages of 10 and 19, while but 18% of the total popula-
tion and 19% of the rural population were in this age group. The deviation of
the library sample between the ages of 20 and 49 was less marked when compared
with the rural population than with the total state population.
The fact that nearly 50% of the library users were in their 'teens indicates
that the branch libraries did not have a sufficient amount of appeal to the adults
as a source from which to obtain reading matter. However, they did excellent
work with the younger group.
The libraries' clientele was 75% women. This is a remarkably high percent-
age in view of the fact that the sex ratio for the state is 105. This difference
is emphasized even more clearly in comparison with the rural population where the
sex ratio is 107 for the rural non-farm and 120 for the rural farm. The survey
disclosed that not quite one-fifth of the books checked out by the patrons were
for someone else. Thus there was only a slight possibility of the male population
having access to the library through another person.
Among the library users over 25 years of age, 29% completed high school,
as compared with only 15% of the total state population over 25 years of age.
The median grade completed by library users is 11 as compared with 8.6 for the
state(5). This would be an indication that the library appealed primarily to
the better educated.
TABLE 1. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION BY YEARS OF AGE OF 806 MICHIGAN COUNTY
LIBRARY BRANCH USERS (DECEMBWE 1946) AND TOTAL STATE POPULATION (1940).
Years of Age
5-9 10-19 20-29 0-~ 50-59 60-69 7
0
- Total
State Population 16 18 17 15 14 10 6 4 100%
State Rural 18 19 15 13 12 10 7 5 100%
Library Users 12 49 7 9 8 6 4 5 98%*
*No age data available for 2% of the library users.
This observation was further substantiated by the data on employment and
occupations. Members of the professional and semi-professional occupational
groups were twice as numerous among the library users as in either the total
state or the rural non-farm groups, and seven times a•s numerous as among the
rural farm population. Farm operators and laborers amounted to 12% of the total
state population, 3% of the rural non-farm and 69% of the rural farm population.
Five percent of the library users were farm operators and laborers. This corres-
ponds most closely with the rural non-farm population from which more than half of
the sample (64%) was drawn.
TABLE 2. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF THE EDUCATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS OF MICHIGAN
COUNTY LIBRARY BRANCH USERS 25 YEARS OF AGE OR OVER (DECEMBER 1946) AND TOTAL
STATE POPULATION 25 YEARS OF AGE OR OVER (1940).
Total State Library
Population Users
No school years 2 0
All or some grade school 54 21
All or some high school 34 47
All or some college 9 29
No information 1
100 100
Number of Persons 3,006,579 289
The proper location of branch libraries was a problem of great importance
to the librarians. What could be considered the library's community area? From
what distance did library patrons travel to obtain reading matter? How close
together should branches be placed to be easily accessible to all the people?
One section of the library users' study was design 1 to gather information on
the distance which people will normally travel to obtain reading matter. The
only adequate study in a rural area which has been made of this subject is one
by Chandler and Croteau(6).
Over half of the Michigan county library branch users in this sample lived
within one mile of the library, including 71% of the children and 64% of the
adults. Among the children 90% lived within 4 miles of the library and 96%
within 6 miles, as compared with 81% of the adults who lived within 4 miles and
90% within 6 miles.
Apparently the influence of the library is greatest within the village.
This is evident from the fact that over one-half of the library users interviewed
lived within one mile of the library. .It would seem that some form of bookmobile
service is necessary to make the library accessible to adults in the open country
areas. This is further substantiated by the comparison of the distribution of
place of residence of Michigan county library branch users and the rural popula-
tion of the state. Only one person in five among the rural state population
lived in a village, but more than half (64%) of the library users lived within
village limits.
It was found that less than one-fifth of the library users had borrowed
books specifically for the other members of the household. However, one-fourth
5of the books checked out were read by more than one person while at home. Among
the young people under sixteen, 25% had five family members in the household,
while 22% of the people sixteen years of age and over had four members in the
family. Over half the children had five, six or seven persons living at the house.
These figures suggest there might be several persons in each house who vould find
the book chosen by the library user of interest.
TABLE 3. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF MICHIGAN COUNTY LIBRARY BRANCH USERS
BY DISTANCE OF RESIDENCE FROM LIBRARY (DECEMBER 1946).
Under 16 Over 16
Distance* Years of Age Years of Age
Less than one-half mile 55% 51%
One mile or less 71 64
Two miles or less 80 70
Three miles or less 86 76
Four miles or less 90 81
Five miles or less 93 87
Six miles or less 96 90
Ten miles or less 98 93
Over ten miles 1 6
No information 1 1
Number of persons 417 589
*Some library users gave number of blocks and some gave number of miles
in response to the question on the distance of their home from the library.
These have been combined thus: 5 blocks or less were considered one-half mile;
6 blocks or over were considered one mile. This may have changed the true dis-
tance by a small margin.
The library users were almost entirely native born; 99% of the children
and 95% of the adults were born in the United States, and of these 80% of the
children and 64% of the adults were born in Michigan. Among the adults not born
in Michigan 41% had lived in the state over ten years. The percent of foreign-
born in the rural areas of Michigan is emall (8% rural non-farm and 9% rural
farm). Among the library users the number is still smaller, only 3%. The five
countries most prominent among the nationality backgrounds of the library users
were England, Germany, Ireland, Holland, and Scotland. Polish and Finnish immi-
grants while ranking high in the total state population were very low in represen-
tation among the library users, but persons of Swedish and Holland descent were
three times as numerous as in the total state population.
In county library systems, patrons are usually permitted to visit and to
check out books from any branch library in the county providing they return the
books to the same place. Only 32% of the children and 16% of those sixteen
years of age and over used other libraries, but most of these children and adults
who used other libraries checked out books from them. It is not known whether
these patrons visited other branches of the county library, a school library,
a city library, or the Michigan State Library.
In analyzing the type of use the library patrons made of the branch during
the period of the survey it was found that the majority of the people did not
read in the library, did not visit it with specific titles of books which they
6wanted to borrow, often did not return books, did not intend to avail themselves
of the reference collection, and were self-sufficient in that they did not want
help from the librarian.
The frequency of visits of the borrower to the library combined with the
pattern of library usage outlined by their activities raises a question. Once a
week was the average interval for library visits although once every two weeks,
which is the usual loan period for a book, was almost as frequently specified in
the replies. It was not possible to determine whether the patrons,generally
visited the library on the same day of the week. If that was their habit, it
would seem that bookmobiles might replace branches in some areas and in addition
give rural service, because the books alone were the reason for visiting the
library and not the other services offered.
The number of library users who participated in organization activities
was of interest to the librarians who thought there might be a relationship be-
tween club participation and leadership in the cosrivnity. They felt that such
people would tend to be leaders and as such would be helpful in promoting library
use among the club members. It was found that 21% of the library patrons did not
belong to any clubs and that 48% belonged to from one to four clubs. Of the
portion who belonged to clubs, 66% held one or more offices, which is to say
that 35% of the patrons over 16 held offices in one or more clubs.
The largest number of club officers were in the 30 to 39 year age group as
contrasted with the library users who were not club officers and were mainly
from the 'teen age group. The educational attainments of the club officers were
somewhat higher than the non club-officer library users; 35% of the former had
had some college education as compared with 26% of the latter.
The club officers borrowed and purchased more books than the others but
were less often members of book clubs. With the exception of pictures, and
possibly films and maps, the club officers borrowed less varied materials from
the library than the non club-officer users. Since approximately one out of
every three library users over the age of 16 was a club officer, the librarians'
interest in club participation was justified. These club officers could be of
great help to the libraries because they could act as avenues of entrance to
groups with which the library might have no other contact.
County libraries in Michigan, for the most part, have confined their lend-
ing services to books and a small number of periodicals, which are generally
the property of the local library branches and not a service from the county
library headquarters. However, two-thirds of the library users interviewed
expressed interest in being able to obtain audio-visual materials through the
libraries. There was an unusual amount of interest in music and phonograph
records and comparatively little in maps and pictures which are the two supple-
mentary services libraries most often supply. Witlcut knowing more about the
type of phonograph records and sheet music the library users desired,it is
impossible to evaluate the importance of this item to the future policy of county
libraries. Of the 85 people wanting music, 53% wanted only phonograph records,
25% wanted only sheet music, and 22% wanted to have both sheet music and phono-
graph records available(7).
Where people obtain the books they read has been the subject of several
surveys. In the Michigan county library branches studied the largest number of
library patrons obtained their books by borrowing. Only 12% of the adults and
4% of the children belonged to book clubs,
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TABLE 4. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF LIBRARY USER• •c ' MICHIGAN COUNTY LIBRARY
BRANCHES BY SOURCE FROM WHICH THEY OBTAIN READING MATTER (DECEBER 1946).
Under 16 16 Years of
Source Years of Age Age and Over Total
Borrowed from friends 53% 29% 31%
Received as gifts 35 17 25
Purchased. 24 26 25
Borrowed from library 16 20 18
Book club 4 12 8
Other sources 1 1 1
No information 35 30 32
Number of persons 417 389 806
Note: Totals for the various columns exceed 100 percent since some persons
reported more than one source.
These,then, are the library patrons of the state: the young, the village
dwellers, the native-born white people of the better educated and higher economic
groups.
Readin Interests of the Library Users
A presentation of the habits of the library users in the Michigan county
library branches surveyed would be incomplete without information on the reading
habits and tastes of the patrons. This section contains an analysis of the
opinions which the library users held about the books they returned, information
about the number of persons reading the books while they were checked out, and a
comparison of the subject matter of the books returned with the subjects about
which the library users indicated they liked to read, according to the list of
subjects the interviewer gave them. This information is, of course, limited
to a comparison of the books returned at the time of the interview. There is a
possibility that the results wore not indicative of the library users' usual
reading habits. But the resulting classification is very similar to the choices
they made of their favorite types of reading for borrowing.
Table 5 compares the subject matter of the books returned by the library
users who were 16 years of age and over, with the topics on which they stated
they liked best to read. The lighter types of fiction predominated; romance,
historical fiction and mystery stories were the first three choices of the
library users. The books they returned varied only slightly, romance, mystery
and western being largest in number. Table 5 also compares the types of reading
matter best liked by adult library users with the types of reading materials
liked by children. It is shown that the divergence of interest is wide; only
mystery stories, which ranked third for the adults, appears among the first
three choices of the juvenile readers, and for the latter it had first place.
Animal and adventure stories were second and third choices.
Fifty-nine percent of the patrons under sixteen and 57% of the adults
did not return any books at the time interviewed; this accounts for the small
number of books available for analysis in comparison with the number of persons
interviewed. Of the books returned by the children 97% were borrowed by or for
the child returning thon (including 8% for others). Among the books returned by
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the library users aged 16 years and over, 94% had been chocked out personally,
but 19% of the total had boon borrowed for others. This proportion indicates
that in the library branches surveyed the patron usually represented himself
alone, and not a whole family of readers.
TABLE 5. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION BY TYPE OF READING MATERIALS BEST LIKED BY
ADULT AND JUVENILE (UNDER 16) PATRONS OF MICHIGAN COUNTY LIBRARY BRANCHES, AND
IN COMPARISON WITH BOOKS RETURNED BY THE ADULT PAThONS IN THE SURVEY PERIOD(DECEBER 1946).
Type of
Reading Material
Romance
Historical fiction
Mystery
Adventure
Westerns
Art, music and crafts
Biography
Family lifo fiction
Curront affairs
History
Religious fiction
Animals
Biographical fiction
Philosophy, psychology, religion
Home and family living
Fairy tales
Farm
Sclence
Farm fiction
Nature
All others
Best Liked
by Adults
(16 Years of
Age or Over)
19%
15
14
10
6
4
4
4
3
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
I
1
1
2
Best Liked
by Children
(Under 16
Years of Ago)
7%
5
22
14
6
2
11
Ia,so-w
1
19
m--
1
3
2
2
Books Returned
by the Adults
24%
10
14
7
11
1
4
7
4
4
3
1
3
1
2
1
11
--
2
Number of persons
Number of books
215 255
399
The books returned by the persons who read them were analyzed to see why
that particular book was chosen, and to discover what opinion the library user
had of the book after reading it. The young people completely read 73% of their
books whereas the adults finished 85% of the books they returned. Since the
help of the librarian was requested only in the selection of 19% of the books
chocked out by children, it is not surprising to find that over one-fourth
were not road completely. Only 6% of the books returned by library users under
16 years of age, however, were disliked compared with 71% which were enjoyed
and 23% to which the children were indifferent. Among the adult readers 76%;
of the books read were definitely liked, 14% were acceptable, and 10% were dis-
liked.
The library users had many difforent reasons for reading a certain book.
Personal choice, which included random selection and interest in a subject or
an author, was the reason given by throo-fourths of the adults and over half of
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the juvenile users for choosing particular books. The recommendation of the
librarian was depended upon by 9% of the children and 19% of the adult library
users. The next most frequent reason (8%) given 1; both the children and adults
for the selection of books was the recommendation of a friend. Advertising
helped in the selections of 7% of the adult books; the children used only adver-
tisements in the library for guidance, but the adults selected books from among
those advertised in the library, in magazines and newspapers, and over the radio.
The placo which advertising within tho library hold in the children's selection
of books was small but it suggests the possibility of widening the young library
userse tastes in reading by attractive and informative displays in the libraries.
In order to determine the value which the findings on the comparative likes
and use of books by the readers might have for county librarians, it would be
necessary to analyze the book stocks of the libraries. In order to make such
comparisons it would be woll to use the same lists of subjects which was used in
obtaining information about the library users reading preferences, and in classi-
fying the books they returned. It was beyond the scope of the present study to
undertake such a comparison.
A Composite County Library Branch
In conclusion, it is possible to describe the composite or median county
library branch. It is situated in a community of 1200 persons. There is a
public school of 12 grades with between 300 and 500 pupils. Probably there is
no parochial school but if there is one, it has approximately 45 pupils and
classes for the first 8 grades.
The circulation of the branch is about 47 books per day open, and it is
open 15 hours a week. It circulates approximately 600 books a month and 6500
a year. Considering that its book stock is 1200 books, this represents 5 circu-
lations a year per book, and a use of 5 books per cnpita. The people in this
typical community have access to many more books taan in their own library,
through the county library headquarters. The county librarian not only supplies
especially requested titles, but keeps the book collection in the branch changing
continuously. Because of this, it would seem that the average circulation should
be higher than it is. The people in the community have access to about a dozen
magazines in their library in addition to the books. Of these, women's, home,
children's sport, and outdoor magazines are the most frequently available.
The services of the librarian, the reading facilities for both adults and
children, the reference facilities for the library users, the lighting, the
library exhibits, the neatness and attractiveness of the library, and the
prominence of the sign cre all fairly satisfactory in the estimation of the
county librarian, in the light of the equipment with which the local library
attendant has to work. The window display space in the library and exhibits
of books and talks at meetings are limited, and very likely there is no story
hour hold for the children except in those cases where the county librarian can
find time to give this extra help or when a special effort is made, as during
book wook or Christmas time.
The librarian of this typical branch is about 60 years of age. She is
a high school graduate and has a first grade library certificate(8). For
additional training she attends the State Library's Vocational workships, and
if the county library has staff meetings she attends them as well. While many
of the library attendants have spent their entire lives in the same community,
the typical attendant has lived there about thirty years. However, she has not
10
boon the librarian for very long. Most probably she has boon in the library for
only about three years. She does not hold offices in local clubs or organizations
but she is a member of four of thomn.
One item of significance for the county librarians is the reading habits
of the library attendant. On the average she reads about four books a month.
These are apt to be historical novels, or books of history or travol,although
sometimes the library attendant chooses biography or biographical novels instead.
During the six months previous to the survey she probably road about 15 books,
some for her own enjoyment and some from a sense of duty. Undoubtedly the branch
librarian would have glanced through 10 to 20 more in order to know something of
their contents. She does little reading of children's books. To keep up with
current happenings the typical librarian reads approximately 4 magazines and
skims many more.
Dospite the fact that the library attendant reads only a few or no
children's books she reports that working with young people is the most enjoyable
phase of her library work. Second in enjoyment is the daily contact with people
which being in the library brings her. In general, the typical librarian would
be a mature person, interested in her community, and aware of the strong points
and the shortcomings of the library service which is offered.
To summarize, it may be stated that essentially the branch library attend-
ants provide a medium by which people can obtain the books, mostly light fiction,
of their choice. A librarian who gave more attention to the public relations in
the community, and who offered more personal help to the patrons in their book
choices should be able to oncourage people to widen their reading interests.
Her own reading interests are broader than those of her patrons and therefore
she should be able to offer purposeful guidance in book selection.
FOOTNOTES
(1)The Printed Page in Rural Homes (Unpublished manuscript generously
loaned by the author, Fort Collins, Colo., 1947) 364p.
(2)Margaret Murray Wylie, A Survey of Michigan County Library Users; a
Cooperative Pro.oct (Unpublished M.A. thesis, Michigan State College, East
Lansing, Mich., 1948) 122p.
(3)The breakdowns used for the purpose of comparison were drawn largely
from J. Allen Beogle, Michigan Population: Cnmposition and Change (Special
Bulletin 342; East Lansing: Michigan State College Agricultural Experiment
Station, Section of Sociology and Anthropology, 1947) 105pp., and Bureau of the
Census, 16th Census of the United States, 1940: Population, Second Series:...
Characteristics of the Population, Michigan. (Washington: GPO, 1942) 184pp.
(4)The rural segments of the 25 counties whoso libraries were included
in the study wore compared with the total rural population of Michigan on the
matter of age. It was found that the population of the 23 counties did not vary
more than one or two percentage points in any one age-group from the total rural
population. Therefore, no attempt has been made to compare the library sample
with the rural population of the 25 counties only.
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(5)Thoro is a difference between the total state population and the rural
segment in amount of education obtained. The median number of school years
completed by persons aged 25 and over is 8.6 for the whole state, 8.6 for the
rural non-farm, and only 8.1 for the rural farm.
(6)Henry B. Chandler and John T. Croteau, A Regional Library and Its
Readers: A Study of Five Years of Rural Roading (iY; American Association for
Adult Education, 1940) 136p.
(7)A comparison was made between the characteristics of the persons
desiring to obtain music from the libraries and those of the general library
users. See Wylie, op. cit., p.80-82.
(8)Under the law for state aid in Michigan, public librarians are re-
quired to meet the certification rules set up by the State Board for Libraries.
Those may be found in State Aid to Libraries and the Certification of Public
Librarians: Rules and Rogulations (Lansing: Michigan State Board for Libraries,
1946) pp.6-9.
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